THE SPACES IN
BETWEEN, AN
ARCHITECT'S
&JOURNEY
By Nathaniel Alexander Owings
Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston 1973. 303 pp. $8.95.
". . . the essential quality of
good architecture: Humility informed by grace and imbued
with respect for neighbors!'
Reviewed by John P. Conron
Revi ewed f or the June, 1973 issue
of the Al A Journ al and reprinted
here by permission.

The New Mexico hideaway: "Festina
Lenta"

Nathaniel Owings, FAIA, has
written a book about Nathaniel
Owings, bu t it is more . It is not
ado cum en te d autobiography;
rather, it is a series of lifetime
memoirs and achievements, chapters of success for Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill, Architects, and
for Nat Owings. He describes with
wit and candor, and a bit of ego,
SOM's clients and commissions,
the firm's growth, partners and associates. Owings recalls with fond
mem ory his early childhood in Indianapolis with "tree-lined vistas,
broad boulevards and solid buildings ..." surrounded by"... those
endless oceans of windswept grain
. . . , marked only by dark patches
of farm buildings nestled in clusters of hardwood, hickory, and
maple." His home, typical of that
day, was equipped with now almost forgo tten amenities: a front
porch, a basement to hide in and
an attic for rummaging in. "My
outrage persists over the senseless
destruction of the attic brought
on by so-called contemporary arch16

itecture. The reasons, whether economic or aesthetic, do not justify
the loss. It is too late to question
whether this cultural genocide
should be laid at the door of the
architect or contractor, or fashion
or mobility. With the house pared
down to bare bones, we have discarded the storeroom of sentiment
and lost a good many potentially
valuable antiques in the process."
In 1920, when a youth of 17,
Owings attended the first world
Boy Scout Jamboree in London,
which included a side trip to
France. Here he discovered the
grandeur of Medieval cathedral
architecture in Notre Dame de
Paris and Mont-Saint-Michel. He
appreciated them "because they
were there." Years later he "understood the technical aspects of the
miracles of Chartes." It "lay in
grasping the truth that a structure,
or a group of structures, is an orchestration controlled by one great
idea amplified in a thousand ways,
but always one great idea which
must spring from the basic needs
and usages of the people at a given time. These miracles occur from
instinctive drives which originate
in emotional rather than intellectual impulses-never the reverse."
After a disenchanted year at the
University of Illinois, and a
lengthy fight for life a g a ins t
Bright's D isease, Owings entered
Cornell University where he re ceived his architectural education.
As a young architectural graduate
in the large and fashionable firm
of York and Sawyer he did the
"in" thing of the 1920's: he laboriously copied the details of classic
cornices and capitols which adorned government and private buildings alike. Some of these face
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, where in 1970, some 40 years
later, plans prepared by an Owings chaired Presidential Committee will hopefully give that avenue
a new prominence as the nation's
grand axis.
It was while Nat was still with
York and Sawyer that Louis Skidmore, future partner, entered his
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life. His sister Eloise was in Paris,
and so was Skidmore. The two
were "frequently observed together," a report which was most uncomforting to Nat. "Skidmore's
reputation as a gay blade, if not
an outright rake, was well known;
and my dear sister was, to my
mind, not fitted to cope with such
a past master in the art of seduction." It was not an auspicious beginning to a future close friendship an d successful partnership .
E loise and Skidm ore were married in New York at the beginning
of the depression with Owin gs
and Skidmore out of work. But the
resourceful Skidmore built a job
for them both. Relying on a chance
meeting in Paris with two key
m e m b e r s of the Architectural
Commission appointed to des ign
the proposed Chicago World's
Fair, Skidmore secured the appointment of Chief of Design and
Owings joined him as Development Supervisor. The two architectural novices had landed one of
the major jobs of the decade. It
was during the hectic days of designing, drawing, squeezing corporations for money and participation in the Fair that Nat met and
married Emily Huntington Otis.
When the Fair opened Owings
became Director of Special Events.
In this office he arranged ·fireworks, actors, events and spectaculars. Occasionally, his task included helping Fair officials to
escort national and worl d dignitaries. Nat's usual efficiency suffered somewhat on one occasion
", . . . when, all the official cars
and limousines being busy, there
was still the Crown Prince of Siam
in top hat and tailcoat to be transported from the Administration
Building to the state luncheon at
the United States Pavilion. My
green Do dge convertible with the
rumble seat open seemed perfect
for the occasion, so I helped him
in and, as he sat behind me in
stately grandeur, arms crossed over his small medal-covered chest,
I, acting as chauffeur, threw in
the clutch and lurched into action

-concentrating, as any good driver should , on the road. I was interested to find upon arrival that
the rumble seat was closed (probably jolted shut en route). Insid e
was our Crown Prince who, after
the silk hat had been removed,
mad e his way to his lunch eon, his
impassivity equaled only by my
own savoir faire."
The Fair opened for a second
year , and had been a financial and
architectural success. It helped to
open American's eyes to other
than reproductions of Roman and
Greek grandeur. "We covered the
raw wallboard surfac es with the
cold water paint of penurious necessity and produced a masterpiece of contemporary art , topp ed
off by millions of yards of blood
red bunting . . ."
When the Fair closed, Skid and
Nat were again jobless. So what
to do? Travel. Nat and Emily went
to the Orient. From Japan to China
to Saigon, where not even th e
tran splanted wide boulevards of
Paris ", . . lined with lush, tropical foliage could hid e the sloth
and corruption which the Fr ench
p er mit ted to flourish here."
( Sounds familiar to reports of
19731 ) Th ey passed through Angkor 'Vat on to India and New
Delhi, "... the British capitol ,
with the red-turbaned , spit and
polish magnificence of the horsemen in the guards , so unr eal as
to be incredible, a stage-set capital designed and built between
1912 and 1929 and existing rather
as a matter of fant asy than fact ;
a stage set for great theater but
terri bly empty when th e British
left and th e performance ended."
They met the Skidmores in London , where, sitting on their accumulated luggage in Paddington
Station, th e firm of Skidmore and
Owings was born. The incubation
period had been those five years
of preparing, executing and maintainin g the Chicago World 's Fair.
"Witnessed by Emily and Eloise,"
Nat writes, "Skid and I pledged
our lives to share and share aliketo try to offer a multidisciplined
service competent to design and
build in part or in whole the multiplicit y of shelters needed for

man's habitat, patterned after the
ancient Gothic Cathedral Builders
Guild. But we would build only
in the vernacular of our own age,
extending and expanding as men
and opportunity offered, certain
that the the greater the base, the
greater th e return. Th e stones of
our cathedral would be men, and
their reason for joining us would
be the opportunities we could
give their talents. Our partnership
would be glued togeth er by the
excitement and the opportunity to
be realized by each individual.
That we have succeeded is largely
due to faith-and perhaps some
luck."
On January 1, 1936 Skidmore
and Owings Archit ects opened
their office with no capital and
one client. Th e owner of the building on Michigan Avenue in Chicago, in whose attic was their office,
accept ed their services as architects for the remodeling of tenant
spaces in lieu of rent.
Th eir friend and drinking companion at the Tavern Club , architect-engineer John Ogd en Merrill
was asked to join th e firm ", . ..
in the only role we could afford:
partner." Thus th e now almost legendary initials, SOM, became a
reality.
With faith , luck, perseveranc e,
Nat's experience as a World's Fair
showman , and considerable design ability the firm grew. Within
seven month s th ere was a New
York office of SOM. As Owings
explains, it was because a new client, the American Radiator and
Stand ard Sanit ary Suppl y Co., had
assumed that they had one!
The war brou ght them some defense work, as it did for many
firms. "It isn't every day that someone drop s into the office and
orders a town." But with a staff
toppin g 650 technical persons and
thr ee years labor SOM built Oak
Ridge. Shrouded in th e tight est
of security, an entire town was
carved out of - or bett er, intothe hills of Tennessee. How valuable was that early experience in
planning and organi zation gained
at the Chicago's World Fair.
Through Owings' description of
the Oak Ridge project you witn ess
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the often unreal quality of tight
governm ent security, of the ef.forts to confuse our enemies by
staggering and funneling to five
surrounding towns the huge quantities of mat erials with which to
build a town: "... even the Tennessee mountaineers could see that
Elsa, Tennessee , with a population hovering at the top figure of
151, couldn't use fifteen thousand
toilet fixtures."
Owings book flows on and so
does SOM. He explains how the
experiences gained from 0 a k
Ridge and the Chicago's World
Fair form the basis for an expanded office format with full inhouse architectural research, engineering , planning, interior design
services, etc. New commissions follow one on top of the other; often
exciting, often resulting in inventive solutions: a veteran's hospital
in New York which gave as much
att ention to the patient as to the
staff; the Istanbul Hilton- ". . .
a solubrious blend of strong Turkish architectural motifs and American plumbing .. ."; the squat all
glass Manufacturers Trust on Fifth
Avenue in New York City. All of
these led to the design and completion in April 1952 of Lever
House on Park Avenue in New
York. This twenty-one story glass
tower broke all the rules of highrise office buildings. Of it Owings
says: "... our best building, even
now judged so over thirty years of
practice." Now in 1973 Lever
House, at age 21, is threatened;
the rush to build higher and higher, to get more rent from each lot
in Manhatt an jeopardizes this almost low-rise, humanly scaled
building. Historic preservationists
rally roundl!
In describing th eir work as architects for the Air Force Academy ,
Owings explains the problem of
having democracy for a client. The
multih ead ed client made up of
heads of bureaucratic departments,
th e military establishment, members of Congress, et aI., all wanted
their own ideas, limitations and
architectural incompetency worked
into the final designs. Around ,
through, over and about all these
obstacles worked SOM. The re17

ley in New Mexico. With their aid
and lead ership , and by the establishment of the Las Trampas Foundation, the road through this New
Mexico valley was kept at a scale
and design which enhances, rather than shatte rs, the scale of the
village of Las Trampas. The Foundation protected, for a time at
least, a national treasure, the
Ch urch of San Jose de Gracia ,
which faces Las Tr ampas Plaza.
Owings is a bit early on his dating for the village and its church,
which he says is 1704. Although
one of the oldest of the northern
mountain villages, Las Trampas
was settled in 1751 by twelve families from Santa Fe when a grant
from the governor conveyed to
them some 46,000 acres of land.
Because a cutting date of one
piece of wood used in the church
is 1735, it is possible that a settlement existed before the grant became official. Actual license to
build the church was not granted

suIts : "... a success story. We
had by-passed mediocrity, I am
proud of the Ai r Force Academy
design." And it only cost SOM
one million dollars to do.
Owings describes his own life,
which, th rough most of these
years, was devoted almost exclusively to SOM; too little time was
left for Emily and their four chilo
dren. Divorce came in 1953. Just
prior to the divorce, Owings met
Margaret Wentworth Millard at a
party in Sant a Fe.
He writ es, ", . . this extraordinary app arition startled me so that
the glass I was offering her missed
her proferred hand . Shattered between us, the glass lay in its own
pool of ice, glinting a little on the
red brick floor in the evenin g
candl elight." They were marri ed
on December 31, 1953, and Margaret forced changes in Nat's life :
moving to the West Coast, building a new home at Big Sur, and
using the New Mexico home as an
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till 1760 by the Bishop of Durango, Mexico und er whose jurisdiction New Mexico was.
Through the pa ges of th e book
we meet those all too often, anon ymous partners which have been th e
source of SOM's continuing vitality. Such men as Walter Natsch,
Ambrose Richardson , Gordon Bunshaft, Walter S eve r i n g h a u s,
Ch arles Bassett, David Hu ghes,
Bruce Grah am, Myron Goldsmith,
David Pugh, Louis Skidmore, [ r.,
John O. Merrill, [r. , and more. Anonymity for themselves has meant
fame and fortun e for SOM, and
to the profession of architecture
some of its finest products.
If Owings waxes somewhat
boastfully, even wordy, about th e
work of SOM and his personal
force in that firm- well why not ?
It is his firm and it is his book.
Th e titl e seems to have littl e

to do with the bod y of .the book.
But to Owin gs "The Spaces In
Between," app ear as essential criteria for fut ure planning, bett er
architecture, and more hum an environments. To him th e town plaza
was and is vital. First with Lever
House iii New York City, later
with the Cha se Manhattan Bank
Buildin g in lower Manh attan, and
many oth er projects SOM has been
leader in re-introducing the plaza
into the tightl y walled canyons
that cha racterize our city stree ts.
Occasionally, in read ing the
book, I became lost in th e chronology of happenings, but that is
minor criticism in a book of memories. To read this book is to meet
Nathaniel A. Owings, his family,
his partners, his clients, his ego,
and his ideals. To read this book
is to relax and enjoy.
-i-lohn P. Con ron, FAID jAIA
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THE RELIGIOUS ARCHITECTURE OF NEW MEXICO
IN THE COLONIAL PERIOD AND SINCE
THE AM ERICAN REVOLUTION
dr awin gs are conspicuously th e
By GEORGE KUBLER
Published for the School of Ameribest existing survey of New Mexcan Research by th e University
ico churches.
of New Mexico Press, AlbuquerAlthough th e work was originally published by the Taylor Muqu e, New Mexico, 232 pages,
seum in 1940, I did not become
1973, $15.00.
awa re of it until it was long out
Reviewed by George Clayton
of print, and even difficult to find
in major libraries. Th e only time
Pearl.
I have stumped my book search er
Dr. George Kubler's book is the
was when she was unable to find
only single volume which treats
a copy of this first edition for sale
New Mexico churches from the
at any pri ce. In 1962 the Rio
time of the Spanish colonization
Grande Press republished th e
work, without revisions. Th is ediuntil 1940, the date of its original
tion has been out of print for sevpublication. Even if Dr. Kubler's
eral years, and it has been diffischolarship and great und erstanding of the subject matt er were
cult to keep track of who is using my only copy when I happ en
much less, the work would be into need it most.
despensibl e to any student of New
In th e Colonial Period and Since
Mexico culture and archite cture.
th e American Occupation has been
Every aspect of the subject matt er
a part of th e title of each edition,
is treat ed with sensitivity and
yet the idea persists that th e work
depth. Th e discussion of optical
dea ls prim arily with the Spanish
effects and the treatm ent of light
Colonial Period. Actu ally, Dr.
in chapter six is uniqu e, as far as
Kubler devotes ab out one-fourth
I know, in the study of Southwesof both text, photograph s, and
tern architec ture. One hundred and
drawin gs to churches built since
fifty pages of text and more than
the Mexican Period and even up
two hundred photographs and
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to 1940, the date of the first printing. As far as I know, the only cutoff date which he observed was
that of the printer's deadlin e.
The new outside format, a slightly increased thickness, and a new
preface listing the most conspicuous contributions to the study of
New Mexico churches since 1940
all suggest that the text has been
revised to include the new date.
Even the phrase "corrected edition" appears in the new preface.
I am disappoi nted to find, however, that this is not the case. Text,
photographs , dra wings, and even
biblio graph y remain the same as
those of the original edition. In
1940 Adams and Chavez had not
published the Dominguez Report,
the monum ental Coronado QuanteCentennial publication s had not
been done, and many other milestones in Southwestern history had
not been reached. So we have here
a reprint, only, but I am very
grateful for it. I hope that my
friends will all buy copies immediat ely so that my own will be more
often home than borrowed.
•
One should recognize that in a
work of so broad a scope pedant ic
inaccuracies and omissions are
unavoidable. Los Lentes and Contreras, two of the most interesting
churches of my area, both entirely
in the New Mexican tradition, are
not mention ed. Th e first major repairs to my own parish church of
Tome are dat ed at 1875, when the
parish records, if one digs deeply
enough, show them to have been
made between 1861 and 1865.
Kubler credits the rar e thr ee choir
lofts in the Tome Church to the
need for greate r seating capacity,
and such may be tru e. Th e tradition persists among the older people of Tome, however, that Fr.
Ralliere's preoccup ation with music led to the thr ee choir lofts. The
remarkable effects of voices coming from both transcepts as well
as the "coro" over the main door is
still vivid in their memory.
Enough nit-picking. This is an
enormously valuable work, and its
repu blication fills an important
need.
George Clayton Pearl, AlA
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There is no substitute for a good color coat stucco finish! However, a
good co lor coot stucco finish depends on:
• The best materials
• Good bu ilding deta iling
• Good specifications
• Proper application
We have the best stucco materials, which are specifically formu lated
for the Southwest and Rocky Mounta in reg ions, and we can furnish you
with the proper spec ifications. But only you can provide the proper detail ing and close inspect ion to assure proper application .
Take advantage of the many un ique textures and versatile applications of
real color coat stucco-contact us for specifications and exciting new ideas.

STUCCO COMPANY, INC.

:!~~q;::a:i~~~:J. : E.
505 877 -7967

Servinfj tke architectural
profession - - - - - professionalb;!

SANTA FE BUILDERS SUPPLY
SANTA FE
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32 19 CLAREMONT AVENUE N. E.
ALBUQUERQUE, NEW MEXICO

PEERLESS'·
CUSHIONED V IN YL FLOORS. THE ULTIMATE IN CUSTOM FLOORS FOR COMMERCIAL INSTALLAT ION. THE
WH ITE SHIELD BACK ALLOWS INSTA LLATI ON ON OR
BELOW GRADE.
ASK TO SEE THE WIDE SELECTION OF BEAUTIFUL
PATTERNS IN PEERLESS CUSHIONED V INYL SHEET
GOODS. EXTRA RUGGED, YET SO BEAUTIFUL.

344-26 11

THE INFINITE ACCESS FLOOR
The sensible answer to the problem of underfloor, accessibility,
for cabtes- heat ing, coo ling, cond uit , piping, conveyors, etc . .
Th e Tate Floor System , as installed by New Mexico
Marble & Tile Co. offer s the advantage of : The high strength
of steel, inte rchangeable floor panels, fire resistance, low cost,
latera l stab ility, permanent floor level, cut-out flexibility ,
dimensional sta bility, unaffected by temperature or humidity,
ownen cho ice of floor covering.

COOK'S BUILDING SPECIALTIES
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NMA July-A ugust, 1973

21

